
 
 

May 25, 2018 
 
Ms. Marlene H. Dortch 
Secretary 
Federal Communications Commission  
445 12th Street, SW 
Washington, DC 20554 
 

Re: Bridging the Digital Divide for Low-Income Consumers, WC Docket No. 17-287; 
Lifeline and Link Up Reform and Modernization, WC Docket No. 11-42; 
Telecommunications Carriers Eligible for Universal Service Support, WC Docket 
No. 09-197 

 
Dear Ms. Dortch: 
 
 On May 23, 2018, Issa Asad, Chief Executive Officer of Q Link Wireless, LLC (“Q 
Link”), Paul Turner, President of Q Link, Rafael Carvajal, Chief Operating Officer of Q Link, 
and I and Shiva Goel, counsel for Q Link, met separately with Jay Schwarz, Wireline Advisor to 
the Chairman, Kevin Costello of the Chairman’s office, Travis Litman, Chief of Staff to 
Commissioner Rosenworcel, and Trent Harkrader, Associate Bureau Chief, Wireline 
Competition Bureau about the above-referenced proceeding.   
 

We discussed a flaw in USAC’s technical implementation of the National Verifier that 
could disconnect millions of rural Americans from the enrollment process—and a safe, secure, 
and simple fix to the problem.1  If left uncorrected, this flaw will effectively deny access to 
mobile wireless broadband Lifeline services to millions of low-income Americans in rural areas, 
including in states such as Michigan, Ohio, Kentucky, Missouri, Louisiana, Texas, Pennsylvania, 
Georgia and West Virginia where Q Link provides a substantial number of rural households with 
1 GB of data and unlimited calling through the Lifeline program.  Without a change, Q Link will 
be unable to serve low-income consumers in these areas, as it does today.  We urged the 
Commission to direct USAC to fix this flaw prior to “hard launch” of the National Verifier later 
this year. 

 
When creating the National Verifier, the FCC and USAC recognized the critical 

importance of allowing consumers to enroll online.  That is why USAC developed a consumer 
portal that would allow consumers to obtain proof of verification directly online.  The FCC and 
USAC also recognized the consumer portal could be difficult for many consumers to navigate on 
their own, and thus developed a separate portal for agent-assisted eligibility verification through 
the National Verifier.  Indeed, when USAC initially presented its concept for the National 
Verifier to industry, its schematics included plans for machine-to-machine interfaces (i.e. 
application programming interfaces, or APIs) that would have permitted carrier-assisted, online 

                                                             
1  The presentation Q Link used at the meetings is attached to this letter. 
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verification and enrollment of Lifeline consumers.2  Those schematics were consistent with the 
Commission’s order directing the creation of the National Verifier, which contemplated an 
“interface . . . geared toward providers that may allow application programming interfaces 
(machine-to-machine interaction).”3 

 
However, when USAC announced its final National Verifier design last year, the APIs to 

permit carrier-assisted online consumer eligibility verification and enrollment had disappeared.  
In other words, as USAC’s plans currently stand, the National Verifier would permit consumer 
online eligibility verification if the consumer can navigate that process without the carrier, and it 
would permit carriers using agents to have the agents assist consumers with eligibility 
verification and enrollment, but it will not support both online eligibility verification and carrier 
assistance to consumers at the same time.  This is fundamentally irrational, and cannot be based 
on any discernable technical or network security grounds. 

 
The result is a system that abandons rural low-income Americans, who have far less 

access to in-person assistance and disproportionately depend on web-based enrollment.  Without 
APIs, ETCs will be unable to provide remote assistance to consumers as they navigate the 
National Verifier’s online verification process through the consumer portal, which they must do 
before they can then enroll with a Lifeline carrier.  Without APIs, a customer seeking to sign up 
online will have to navigate the Nation Verifier’s verification process on his or her own only to 
repeat the same cumbersome process with the carrier, who would still have to collect and verify 
the customer’s information.  That kind of clunky, 90s-era redundancy is unheard of on the 
internet in 2018, and would erect yet another barrier to rural broadband access.  Slide 7 in the 
attached presentation shows just how difficult this multistep process will be for consumers, 
especially if their eligibility cannot be confirmed simply through a database dip, but requires the 
submission of additional documentation.  Under the current National Verifier implementation, 
ETCs would be able to assist customers only in-person, utilizing sales agents that cannot be 
economically dispatched to lightly-populated rural communities. 

 
Q Link’s experience demonstrates the enormous stakes of this issue for rural America.  Q 

Link has emerged as the largest wireless Lifeline provider to rural America by leveraging online 
enrollment.  67 percent of Q Link customers reside in rural or suburban areas, and Q Link has a 
rural customer base of at least 20,000 in ten states (Georgia, Kentucky, Indiana, Louisiana, 
Michigan, Missouri, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, and West Virginia).  82 percent of Q Link’s 
customers are new to Lifeline, meaning they were previously unserved by other ETCs.   

 

                                                             
2  See Attachment at p.3; see also Letter from John T. Nakahata to Marlene H. Dortch, 

Secretary, FCC, WC Docket No. 11-42 (filed Sep. 8, 2017); Letter from John T. Nakahata to 
Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, WC Docket No. 11-42 (filed Aug. 10, 2017). 

3  See Lifeline & Link Up Reform & Modernization, Third Report and Order, Further Report 
and Order, and Order on Reconsideration, 31 FCC Rcd. 3962, 4012 ¶ 139 n.390 (2016); see 
also id. ¶¶ 137-39; Attachment at p.2. 
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The reason Q Link penetrates underserved rural markets so effectively is that it reaches 
customers where they live and work rather than at distant retail locations.  Q Link allows 
customers to sign up for service wherever they can access an internet connection, such as at 
work, a library, or at a friend’s house.  It performs a robust series of screens to ensure that 
applicants have coverage, are who they say, and are eligible.  It works with customers that have 
questions over the phone and by email, fielding more than one million calls per month and 
having sent more than 150 million support emails.  It allows customers to submit documentation 
online, mails self-addressed stamped envelopes when necessary to collect verification 
documents, and has established relationships with services such as UPS to allow consumers to 
use fax machines at UPS Stores to send documentation, with the charges billed to Q Link.  Q 
Link does not depend on on-site personnel to perform any these functions, a model that may 
work in some parts of the country, but has its limits in sparsely populated or remote rural areas 
where sales agents just cannot make sales.  Yet the entire process depends on APIs that allow Q 
Link to integrate verification and service enrollment. 

 
The good news is that there are ready technical solutions that would make it relatively 

easy, with a minimum amount of additional development time (Q Link estimates 20 hours), to 
develop these APIs to permit online, carrier-assisted eligibility verification and enrollment in a 
single, non-mandatory carrier process.  With APIs, this carrier-assisted online process would 
reduce opportunities for fraud and reduce costs, without any impact on network security.  

 
For example, with carrier APIs, USAC can ensure that the applicant—and not the carrier 

or its agent—attests to identity and eligibility information using off-the-shelf tools like DocuSign 
or 3D Secure.  These services enable secure, authenticated virtual signatures handled by servers 
operated by either USAC or USAC-selected trusted third parties, not ETCs.  Because USAC 
would control the certification language being presented to the consumer and directly obtains the 
consumer’s signatures, without carrier intervention, USAC can be sure that it is the consumer 
that is signing the form, not any carrier personnel.  In contrast, under the carrier-assisted in-
person enrollment process that USAC is currently implementing, the verification system relies 
on the agent’s good faith that the applicant, and not the agent, is the party signing the 
certifications. 

 
Moreover, by credentialing and authenticating carriers that are allowed to transact with 

USAC using an API—a step that USAC already does for NLAD—USAC can ensure that there is 
no impact on the National Verifier’s network security.  USAC will also be able to strip 
individual ETCs of online access if they are found to be abusing the system. 

 
The low upfront costs of developing carrier APIs can be recovered by charging the carrier 

a per-transaction fee or through a similar mechanism, and would be dwarfed by the cost savings 
to USAC because enabling greater carrier assistance for online eligibility verifications and 
enrollments will reduce the load on USAC’s customer service operations for the National 
Verifier.  As discussed, the burden of handling customer inquiries and interactions are enormous, 
and USAC will bear those burdens alone in the current National Verifier implementation.  
Allowing carrier-assisted automated online enrollments will allow those carriers that wish to do 
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so to continue to be the front-line interface with consumers, shifting the bulk of that customer 
interface burden from USAC to the ETC for customers that wish to sign up for service online.  
Carrier APIs also would reduce the load on the National Verifier substantially by allowing the 
ETC to conduct an initial filter of applicants that are ineligible.  Indeed, in Q Link’s experience, 
a very high percentage of interested customers ultimately prove ineligible; Q Link alone has 
filtered more than 30 million ineligible leads. 

 
Q Link has never been able to determine why the APIs were removed from the National 

Verifier implementation plan last year.  No one with whom we have spoken at USAC or at the 
Commission seems to know who decided to remove APIs or why that was done.  At this 
juncture, we urge that APIs be restored to the National Verifier design and be implemented by 
“hard launch” of the National Verifier. 

 
Please contact me if you have any questions. 
 
     Sincerely, 
 
 

John T. Nakahata 
Counsel to Q Link Wireless, LLC 
 
 

cc: Jay Schwarz 
Kevin Costello 
Travis Litman 
Trent Harkrader 
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